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A few weeks ago on a Saturday morning, Diane Hill and I met with our discipleship group—about 10 sixth graders who are beginning to explore becoming a Christian and joining the church. We talked about baptism and the Lord’s Supper; with Diane’s help the young people made the bread for the communion service at worship the next day. Then we turned to talk about what makes a person a Christian. 
 
We first asked, “How would you recognize a Christian if you saw one walking down the street?” They quickly said, “You can’t tell that a person is a Christian just by looking at them.” Then we asked, “How do you know a person is a Christian?” We started listing on newsprint all the responses. They were varied. A person is a Christian “if they wear a cross around their neck or carry a Bible or go to church---or if they pray, go to worship, and are kind to people.” 
The list went on. But I, being a bit bold and obstinate, said that while these things were all important, none of these made you a Christian. Reading the Bible, or going to church, doesn’t automatically make you a Christian.
 
I kept asking the group, “What is it that makes you a Christian?” They looked puzzled, befuddled. After the frustration grew, we then asked them, “What did Jesus say to his people when he invited them to join his group. After some silence, I started to walk toward the door, making a sweeping gesture with my arm. “Come on. Let’s go.” At that point one lively youth said, “Follow me!” And I said, “Yes!”
 
What makes any of us a Christian is our willingness to follow Jesus. How do you know you are a Christian? When you have an abiding passion to follow Jesus---to go where he goes, to walk in his path, to live as he lived, to stand for what he stood for. This is why we come here to learn the stories of Jesus, to study his life, his mind, his heart. We want to learn his way, his path.
 
As one 80 year old woman said to another group of 12 year olds in a discipleship class, “When you decide to become a Christian, you are deciding to get on the road with Jesus. If you want to follow Jesus, then get on the road.”
 
The way of Jesus leads to abundant life, to joy and hope. But the road of Jesus can also be a difficult road. He took stands that brought criticism from the hard-liners. In that patriarchal culture, he treated women equal to men. He included all people regardless of race or class or any other distinction. He opposed the death penalty. He called for non-violence when others pushed for an eye-for-an-eye violence. Jesus called people to live in God’s kingdom, a beloved community where we are to live by compassion, not self-interest; where we love our enemies, not hate them or kill them; where we forgive one another, not holding on to anger and hurt. This is the road Jesus traveled. It’s a road that can be filled with challenges.
 
This makes deciding to get on the road with Jesus a large decision. The decision to be a Christian is easily the most important decision we ever make. When we decide to be a Christian, we make a clear confession of faith: “Jesus is Lord.” That means nobody else is Lord—not your family, not your job, not your boss, not the United States government. When we say, “Jesus is Lord,” we are saying that Jesus is the highest loyalty of our life. And that loyalty gives us identity; it tells us who we are. 
We are Christian. We belong to Jesus. We love Jesus. We follow Jesus; we obey his teachings and his call. “Follow me.”
 
But following Jesus is not easy. It leads first into a wilderness—Lent! It leads into a struggle with temptation and power. It leads to a struggle with religious and government authorities. Following Jesus leads to compassion for those who suffer, taking stands for the poor and the oppressed, and urging non-violence even when the President pushes for war.
 
Jesus stated what’s involved in following him. “If you want to be my follower, deny yourself and take up your cross and follow me.” What did he mean?
 
“Deny yourself”: Jesus challenges us to focus on the other person, the person in need, the one who suffers, the neighborhood in distress, the nation that’s suffering. Stop your excessive concern with yourself. The only way to do that is to be the self God created you to be, the True Self, the self that is united with God. And the way to gain awareness of that true self is the same way Jesus did it—by spending time with God, absorbing God’s love, God’s patience, God’s forgiveness. That means spending time with God, making intentional appointments with God. 
 
Jesus had an intimate closeness with God, whom he called “Abba,” meaning “Daddy.” He frequently left the crowds and went aside to pray. His life of prayer brought him into a deeper and deeper closeness to God. From that place he found inner strength and power.
 
“Take up your cross and follow me,” he said. Take up YOUR cross---your hardships, your adversaries, your pain. By facing the cross, we face our own death. But most of us seek to avoid death, to deny it! When we can see death clearly, we begin to see life clearly. We can let go of fear and find a real trust in the mystery we call God. Then we are free to live, free to find our courage, free to follow Jesus, where we find the abundant life that he promised.
 
Jesus sometimes spoke in paradox. We have to pause and think about what he said and meant. This statement is one of those paradoxes: “Whoever saves your life will lose it, and whoever loses your life – for my sake and the Gospel---will save their life.” What did he mean? I think we begin to understand these words when we give ourselves in prayer. We find life in prayer—God’s life, God’s vitality. In prayer we hand over our self-interest to God. Then we can begin to see ourselves the way God sees us. We can see the world with God’s eyes. We start to worry about the things God worries about.
 
If we are only thinking about self, focusing on my needs and my interests, then we easily start holding tightly to our life. We become attached to our life. Then we fail to trust and we inevitably start fearing death and trying to avoid facing the Cross. We will stay away from church during Lent and Good Friday. We try to avoid the struggles and the pain. But if we keep on avoiding death and fearing death, we fail to live fully and freely. If we can face our death, we will learn to trust and to live freely and joyfully.
 
Over and over the psalms teach us this courageous trust in God. (“In the Lord my soul shall make its boast….Taste and see that the Lord is good.” (Ps. 34:3, 9) Jesus himself spent a lot of time praying the psalms. He spent large amounts of time apart with God. He understood what the psalmist means in Psalm 34: “I sought the Lord, and God answered me and delivered me from all my fears.” (34:4)
 
If we follow Jesus and his road of spiritual development, this means that we too must spend time apart, time in solitude, which is being alone with God, and in silence, which means listening to God. In our Psalm groups during Lent, we are spending time slowly and deliberately reading the Psalm. We read slowly, surrounding the reading with silence, so we can savor and absorb the specific word or phrase that God is sending us for this moment in our lives.
 
Solitude, silence and Psalms were all part of Jesus’ spiritual life. He needed time to stay calm and centered as he moved through enormous human need and cries for healing.
 
And he says to us, “Follow me.” What is it about Jesus that compels me to follow Jesus? I am drawn to Jesus because he was a mystic and a social reformer. A mystic is not some rare saintly person; a mystic is a person who experiences the presence of God in a direct way. David Steindl-Rast says that a mystic is “not some special kind of person. Rather every person is a special kind of mystic.” Jesus was a mystic, steeped in prayer. Out of his time with God, he emerged filled with the surging energy of God’s love and peace.
 
Jesus was also a social reformer. He challenged the status quo of his day. He crossed barriers and brought into his circle women, the poor, those who were discriminated against. He advocated an alternative social vision, where all people were treated with dignity and respect. He opposed violence when the people wanted to stone a woman. He told a soldier to put his sword away. He commended peacemakers when he said “Blessed are the peacemakers.”
 
Jesus calls us to be loyal first to the Kingdom of God, not the kingdom of any country. He calls us to be loyal to a New Reality, God’s New Order, built on prayer and contemplative life---and extended to bring change and social reform. We follow Jesus by advocating for justice, for peace, for compassion.
 
What makes us a Christian? It’s a willingness to follow Jesus, to stay with him through the wilderness of testing. It means giving up some of the old thinking and the old behaviors and taking on a new life, a new heart, a Christ heart, a Christ life. This means then that some things are not okay for us.
 
It used to be okay to bust out an eye, to take a life for another life. Since Jesus, that’s not okay. That means capital punishment is not okay. 
 
It used to be okay to acquire riches for yourself. Since Jesus, that’s not okay. We’re called to give away all we can.
 
It used to be all right to hate your enemies. Since Jesus, that’s not all right. We are to pray for our enemies and learn to love them, not bomb them.
 
It used to be all right to do something for somebody only if they paid you back. Since Jesus, that’s not all right.
 
It used to be okay to pass by on the other side and not minister to the pain of another person. Since Jesus, that’s not okay.
 
It used to be okay to judge people by categories: black-white, man-woman, Jew-Greek, gay-straight. Since Jesus, that’s not okay.
 
It used to be okay to avoid suffering. Since Jesus, that’s not okay. Now we choose to take on suffering, to understand it and alleviate it. We turn to Jesus to show us the way to alleviate suffering.
 
What makes us Christians? Following Jesus. Obeying him and his way. When we follow Jesus and get on his road, we join him in being people of prayer and people of action. We too become mystics and social reformers. We lose our lives in prayer and compassion for others; and in the process, we find life, abundant life.
 
So may it be for us. Amen.
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